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The Report focuses on a particular leadership development program developed by the 
AIS Leadership Centre, but the program and the findings reported here have much broader 
relevance beyond independent schools. 
Though focusing in on a particular leadership position in AISNSW schools, Day and Grice 
adopt a holistic approach to school leadership, carefully positioning middle leaders and their 
development within schools’ broader leadership arrangements and workplace cultures. While 
the Report is firmly anchored in middle leadership, the authors masterfully avoid an atomistic 
treatment of school leadership which is all too common. As a result, their account generates 
a rich and comprehensive picture of the challenges of middle leadership in schools and how it 
fits, or not, within formal school leadership arrangements. 
There are several important lessons here for readers, regardless of the type of school they 
work in or with. To ensure you get reading the Report itself rather than being distracted 
by my musings, let me dwell on three key lessons that have broad relevance for anyone 
interested in improving school leadership. 
1.  The AIS Leadership Centre’s Leading from the Middle program and the research findings 
reported here, highlight the social side of competence and capability in developing 
school leadership. Throughout the Report one is reminded of the importance of social 
interactions in building leadership capability in schools. By the social side of competence 
and capability, I mean social capital, a construct that emerged in sociology in the closing 
decades of the last century and one that has gained considerable traction not only in the 
education sector, but more broadly. 
While human capital refers to the knowledge and skills that an individual possesses, 
social capital refers to those resources that reside in or emerge from the relationships 
among people. By virtue of who we interact with, we can gain access to resources such as 
knowledge, skills, and materials that make us more capable or productive. 
Most readers will have heard the adage – ‘it’s not what you know, but who you know’ – 
which only partially captures the power of social capital, because what we know depends 
in great part on who we know and how we engage and interact. 
Throughout the Report we learn about the importance of social capital in developing 
middle leadership from middle leaders learning, and building their capability by interacting 
with one another, both within and across their designated areas of responsibility in 
schools, through to the critical role of relational trust in cultivating social interactions that 
build leadership competence and capability. 
Christopher Day and Christine Grice report here on their 
investigation of the Association of Independent Schools of NSW 
Leadership Centre’s ‘Leading from the Middle’. This school-based 
professional learning program focused on teachers who were 
not members of the school’s executive leadership team, but who 
had formal responsibilities for leading and managing instruction 
for particular groups of teachers and were part of their school’s 
formal school leadership structure. 
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Preface
Of particular note here, is the role of social relationships in developing pedagogical 
leadership that enables change. In short, developing leadership capability in schools 
necessitates moving beyond an exclusive focus on the competencies and capabilities of 
individual leaders to engaging more broadly with the social side of leadership capability. 
2. The Report captures the importance of systematically investing in the development of 
social capital as we strive to improve school leadership. While many studies document 
substantial returns to social capital in schools and school systems, relatively few have 
focused on identifying the conditions that facilitate social interactions that build 
capability. This is important because social interactions cannot be taken for granted 
in general and in schools in particular where educators tend to practice mostly behind 
closed classroom and office doors. 
Day and Grice’s findings capture some of the strategic decisions, structures and 
cultures that enable the sort of social interactions that contribute to developing 
leadership capability in schools. For example, creating and cultivating ongoing 
communities of practice and professional learning communities that enable critical 
reflection among leaders, mentoring, and school-based learning projects that address 
real local needs rather than contrived ones are some of the structures that the AIS 
Leadership Centre and the schools in this study invested in as they strove to develop 
the leadership capabilities of the middle leaders. 
I draw readers’ attention in particular to the importance of building structures that not 
only support interactions among leaders within schools, but also to creating structures 
that support interactions across schools and with other outside experts such as the 
AIS Leadership Centre team. Supporting social interactions that extend beyond the 
schoolhouse is essential because such interactions help minimize ‘group think’ and 
ensure a constant flow of new ideas into the school. 
3. The Report captures the importance of attending to practice; that is the practice 
of leading and managing: improving leadership in schools is fundamentally about 
improving the practice of leadership. And the practice of leadership is not equivalent 
to the actions of any one individual leader or even the collective practice of any one 
leadership position, such as principals, or middle leaders in a school. 
Throughout the Report, we are reminded about how understanding leadership practice in a 
school necessitates attention to the ways in which practice is stretched over multiple leaders 
from middle leaders to senior leaders. Further, time and time again in the pages that follow, 
the authors remind us about how leadership practice is also stretched over aspects of the 
situation - structures and routines such as formal leadership positions, school-based projects, 
professional learning communities, communities of practice, and so on. 
A key take home from this Report is that developing leadership capability in schools is about 
developing leadership practice across the school, not only developing individual leaders. 
There are many more lessons to be gleaned from the pages that follow, but I trust these 
three will whet your appetite to read on! 
James P. Spillane
Professor in Learning and Organisational Change, Institute for Policy Research
Northwestern University, Chicago, IL. USA
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learning is likely 
to be more 
effective when it 
is perceived by 
teachers to be 
close to practice, 
focused on the 
work place, 
supported by the 
principal, and 
over time.
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1.1  Purposes
In the period between 2014 and 2017, a number 
of New South Wales K-12 schools opted to join 
an innovative professional development program 
offered by the Association of Independent Schools’ 
Leadership Centre. The research-informed, school 
focused program, built upon the existing ‘National 
Flagship Program’ for senior leaders and was 
entitled, ‘Leading from the Middle: a school-based 
strategy for middle leaders in schools.’ The program 
was designed for between 10 and 23 middle leaders 
from each participating school. 
The program’s stated intention was ‘to contribute 
significantly towards developing participants’ 
confidence, competence and vision in leading the 
learning and personal growth of students, staff and 
the communities in which they work’. (AIS Leadership 
Centre Leading from the Middle brochure).   
1.2  Intended outcomes
The intended outcomes were that by the end of 
the program participants would have
 − developed an expanded understanding 
of the elements of leadership; 
 − cultivated self-reflective approaches to 
leadership, and greater awareness of and 
confidence in their leadership and influence;
 − completed school-based projects, 
developed leadership capabilities on the 
job, and provided tangible results;
 − created a culture of relational trust; 
 − constructed the basis of an ongoing 
professional learning community of 
middle leaders across the school.
 (The AIS Leadership Centre Leading from the 
Middle background information). 
1   The AIS Leadership Centre Leading from  
the Middle program
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1.3  Structure
The AIS Leadership Centre program sought to 
place departmental heads “in a powerful position 
to exercise significant leadership within their 
department… if not across the school as a whole” 
(Leithwood, 2016, p.124). Fundamental to the success 
of the program was its structure, with members of 
the AIS Leadership Centre team providing five days 
of face-to-face formal learning to middle leaders on 
site at their school, or in a location close by, over a 
one-year period. 
The first two days of the program occurred 
consecutively. On Day 1, individual and collaborative 
experiences were drawn upon to enable participants 
to explore and reflect on their ‘inner’ journeys: 
their leadership practices, personal purposes, roles, 
values, thinking preferences and strengths. This 
culminated in the crafting of a purpose statement 
for themselves and their role. On Day 2, the focus 
moved to the ‘outer’ journey of leadership. Here, 
participants were guided through a process to plan 
and develop a strategically aligned change project in 
their area of responsibility, as result of consultation 
with a senior leader. The project was designed, 
directly or indirectly, to improve students and/or 
staff wellbeing and, through this, student outcomes. 
Both Days 3 and 4 were designed to equip participants 
with the knowledge, understanding and support 
required to lead their school-based change project 
successfully. Day 3 focused on change knowledge, 
and Day 4 was designed to give participants 
opportunities to practice the skills required to have 
difficult conversations, using an open-to-learning 
conversations model. Both days were designed to 
model a ‘community of practice’, using clear feedback 
protocols and processes to enable individuals to 
reflect on both their inner and outer leadership 
journeys, with the support of colleagues. 
The final day of the program was designed to involve 
all participants in presenting their leadership 
learnings in the form of an ‘infographic style’ poster 
of their project to members of their community. 
To develop relational trust, each day commenced 
with participants connecting and sharing the 
progress of their leadership development. Prior to 
each day, middle leaders were expected to engage 
with pre-readings selected by the AIS Leadership 
team to enrich and extend the learning needs of 
each middle leadership group. 
1.4  Program Design Principles
The program was based on six key research and 
experience-based understandings of successful 
change for improvement:
 − Whilst principals have a primary responsibility 
for creating and working with whole 
school culture, it is middle leaders who 
are the drivers of teacher level change 
in all but the smallest schools;
 − School improvement is achieved most 
effectively and efficiently by the creation 
and sustaining of learning communities 
through building the capacity of groups the 
capacity of groups and individual leaders;
 − Within these, departmental improvement 
is achieved most effectively and 
efficiently by the creation and sustaining 
of communities of practice;
 − Commitment to participate is an essential 
pre-condition for professional development;
 − Professional learning is likely to be more 
effective when it is perceived by teachers to 
be close to practice, focused on the workplace, 
supported by the principal, and over time;
 − External facilitation plays an important 
catalytic, critical friendship and 
support and challenge role.
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The remit provided by the AIS Leadership Centre 
was to examine the nature and strength of the 
influence of key underpinning principles and precepts 
of the program in contributing to sustainable change 
at individual, group and whole school levels. This 
formed the initial focus of the research, and is 
embedded within three broad questions:
2  The Research Questions
Middle leadership in this 
research, is understood as a 
series of actions associated 
with the values, dispositions, 
qualities and skills required 
to lead effectively, carried 
out in and mediated by 
particular individual, social, 
organisational and policy 
contexts. 
1. In what ways did the AIS Leadership Centre 
program design and leadership contribute to 
the development of Middle Leaders?  
(Program impact)
2. In what ways, and to what extent, did each 
teacher’s professional history, and their school’s 
senior leadership, structures and cultures 
mediate? (Contextual influences)
3. What was the longer-term influence and impact 
of the program on middle leaders and their 
schools? (Sustainability of change)
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3.1  Definitions
Middle leadership is a relatively recent phenomenon 
in educational leadership literature and the term is 
still perceived differently across national and sector 
contexts. This report focuses upon the development 
of middle leaders as teachers who are not members 
of the executive team but who have formal 
responsibilities for the management and pedagogical 
leadership of specified groups of teachers and 
whose position in the school is situated within its 
existing hierarchy. 
In examining the program in practice and the 
needs of its middle leader participants and their 
schools, we distinguished between leading in the 
middle through building communities of practice in 
their existing spheres of responsibility, and leading 
beyond the middle. Leading beyond the middle is a 
school-wide enterprise beyond separate and smaller, 
more coherent communities of practice.
Communities of Practice are defined as “groups 
of people who share a concern or a passion for 
something they do, and learn how to do it better 
as they interact regularly… membership therefore 
implies a commitment to the domain, and therefore 
a shared competence that distinguishes members 
from other people” (Wenger & Wenger, 2015 p.1-2). 
Professional learning communities “describe what 
happens when a school staff studies, works, plans, 
and takes action collectively on behalf of increased 
learning for students; and discusses what is known 
about creating such communities of professionals 
in schools” (Hord, 1997 p.1). 
 3.2  Selected literature
Middle leading is a relational practice of someone in 
a school with a positional title, with a teaching load 
Grootenboer (2018).
The act of middle leading happens in the spaces 
between school wide senior leaders and classroom 
teaching colleagues (Gregory Marshall, 2012). 
Middle leadership is fundamentally different from 
principal leadership (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2015; 
Wilkinson, 2017). 
Leading from the middle may be seen as a systems 
strategy (Fullan, 2015); a form of leadership 
distributed to trusted others by the principal 
(Spillane, 2006).
At their best, middle leaders impact directly on 
the quality of teacher learning and development 
(Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer, Hardy, and 
Ronnerman, 2018), and indirectly on the quality of 
classroom teaching and learning (Day, 2016; Day 
et al., 2009)  and student outcomes (Day, Gu & 
Sammons, 2016). 
This is in part achieved through relational trust  
(Day, 2017; Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer & 
Rönnerman, 2016).
There are different forms of distribution (Leithwood 
et al., 2007). 
The role of middle leaders has shifted within schools, 
from administration and management to pedagogical 
leadership, in part as a consequence of government 
reform (Cranston, 2009; Grice, 2018; Lingard, Hayes, 
Mills & Christie, 2003).
The degree of authority and influence on school-wide 
decision-making that middle leaders have differs 
(Fullan, 1993; Hallinger, 2007; Youngs, 2017; 2014). 
There are six core conditions for success: principal 
support, professional development, culture, 
enthusiasm, drive and knowledge (De Nobile, 2017).
3  Investigating Middle Leadership 
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There are differences between leading in the middle 
and leading from the middle. Both are necessary 
if schools are to be successful in pursuing both 
functional academic outcomes and providing a 
broader personal and social education for their 
students (Hargreaves et al., 2018).
Regardless of form and function, the capacity for 
middle leaders to shift from leading in the middle 
to leading from the middle (in our terms beyond the 
middle) is dependent upon others.
Professional learning and development need to 
be tailored to participants’ needs (Bassett, 2016; 
Cardno & Bassett, 2015; Gurr & Drysdale, 2012; 
Grootenboer, 2018; Irvine & Brundrett, 2016). 
We distinguish between leading in the middle through 
building communities of practice in middle leaders’ existing 
spheres of responsibility, and leading beyond the middle. 
Leading beyond the middle is a school-wide enterprise.
The quality of leadership programs is determined 
by the extent to which they are philosophically, 
culturally and practically attuned to system and 
individual needs, informed by research evidence, 
time-rich, practice-centred, purpose-designed 
for career stage, peer supported, context sensitive, 
partnership powered, transferable to practice, and 
outcomes oriented (Fluckiger, Lovett, Dempster 
and Brown (2015).
Taken together, these findings may be said to 
underpin the design principles of the AIS Leading 
from the Middle.
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4.3  Data analyses
Interview transcripts and other forms of qualitative 
data were coded, categorised and transferred 
into analytical matrices (Miles and Huberman, 
1994) which were used to identify patterns, focus 
subsequent data collection, and synthesize key 
attributes at and across individual levels.
Grounded theory coding techniques were used 
to define, revise and specify influences, capture 
variations and emerging variables in the process 
of investigation and thus enabled the research 
to “remain attuned to our subject’s views of their 
realities” (Charmaz, 2000, p. 515), rather than those 
of the researchers.
4.4  Survey
An online questionnaire survey based upon the 
results of analyses of the interview data, was sent 
to all staff in the participant schools using REDCap 
survey software (N.B. too few responses were 
received for meaningful analysis and so the results 
are not included in this report).
4.1  Sample 
A purposive sample of principals, middle leaders 
and teachers in seven AIS Member Schools in New 
South Wales was selected, based on their recency in 
completing the AIS Leadership Centre Leading from 
The Middle program, and upon their consent. Four 
schools were in rural NSW. Three schools were in 
Sydney. Five of the seven were P-12 schools and two 
were 7–12 girl’s schools. One was a specialist centre 
for children with autism. The schools had a mix 
of new and established principals. Middle leaders 
ranged in experience from those who had taught for 
two years through to middle leaders who had been 
in the role for over ten years. 
4.2  Data collection
A total of one hundred and seven (n=107) 
participants were involved in the research. Seventy-
two people participated in individual and focus 
group interviews, and thirty-five participants 
completed the survey. Data were collected by means 
of semi-structured interviews with AIS Leadership 
Centre Staff, the principal and selected staff at each 
school. All interviews were digitally recorded and 
transcribed with the participants’ written consent. 
Interviews were analysed shortly after they were 
conducted to ensure that emerging themes were fed 
into the research knowledge building process.
These multiple perspectives of principals, middle 
leaders, AIS Leadership Centre team members, 
teachers and the executive, provided a 360 degree 
multiple perspective view of the middle leaders and 
their contexts, the program, and its influence and 
impact on the student outcomes.
Figure 1: Data Collection Process
4  Research Methods
Purposive sampling 
of AIS Member 
Schools and 
consent provided 
by Principals
Interview AIS 
Leadership Centre 
team member 1 
following consent
7 Principal 
interviews
Multiple focus group 
interviews with 
middle leaders in 
7 schools following 
individual consent 
Interview AIS 
Leadership Centre 
team member 3 and 
4 following consent
Online questionnaire 
survey sent out 
to teachers and 
school executive
Interview AIS 
Leadership Centre 
team member 5 
following consent
Interview AIS 
Leadership Centre 
team member 2 
following consent
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5  Research Organisation
5.2  Schedule 
The research schedule is located in Appendix A.
5.1  Timescale 
Phase 1: September –  
October 2017
Seeking ethics 
approval, initial contact 
with schools; gaining 
access to schools and 
developing interview 
protocols
Phase 3: January –  
March 2018
Analysing interview 
data; developing 
interview protocols 
for second round 
focus group 
interviews;
Phase 2: October –  
February 2017
First round interviews 
in case schools
Phase 5: February – 
August 2018 
Analysing interview 
data from case 
schools;
Phase 7: August –
September 2018
Integration and 
synthesis of the results 
of different strands 
of data;
Phase 6: May – 
October 2018
Survey design, 
implementation, 
analysis
Phase 8: September – 
December 2018
Production of draft 
final report.
Phase 4: February – 
August 2018
Second round focus 
group interviews in 
case schools;
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6.1  Re-defining middle  
leadership
A key objective of the Leading from the Middle 
program was to broaden middle leaders’ 
perceptions of their roles as administrators to 
include a focus on pedagogical leadership, and, 
in doing so, increase their ability to extend their 
influence both within their existing sphere of 
influence and beyond this to senior executive level. 
“Middle leadership is that lovely point between 
being in the classroom and knowing exactly 
what’s going on there. Knowing the complexities 
and opportunities of that, and then being at 
a really interesting point in the school where 
they are influencing what happens at senior 
exec level” (AISLC 1). 
In re-defining the roles and responsibilities of 
middle leaders, the program sought to develop 
their educational vision, pedagogical, knowledge 
and understanding, and their skills in managing and 
leading others. This was recognised as important by 
principals and middle leaders alike:
“They're the ones that are implementing it, that 
vision, in a practical sense… They have the whole 
picture and so, therefore, they can actually 
inform. They can negotiate. They can advise” 
(Principal, Sunrise). 
“You are a people manager. You are there as a 
change agent. You are there to be the translator 
between the strategic vision and purpose, once 
we get that finalised, and the strategic operational 
plan and the process that we want to put in 
place to make sure we’re all moving towards 
that shared vision” (Middle Leader, Heritage). 
6  The Influence and Impact of the Program 
6.2  Working in the middle: 
role expansion
The purpose of this phase of the program was to 
encourage middle leaders to review and reflect 
critically on their existing roles: 
“I think it was a really good thing, because 
[the principal] made it pretty clear at the start 
that s/he wanted to get middle school leaders 
away from just doing the mundane, organisational 
day-to-day sort of things and have a bit more 
vision and purpose about what we do, and 
so for that I thought that’s exciting”  
(Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
Principals believed that school vision would 
be effectively enacted through expanding and 
extending middle leaders’ roles and responsibilities:
“We're going to make a difference in how they 
lead. And really, I can do that, and myself and the 
APs can promote that, and we can say, ‘This is 
what you have to do,’ but really the people who 
are really driving it are the coordinators, those 
middle leaders, because they're the ones that 
are closest to the teaching staff, really. They're 
the ones that are implementing it, that vision in 
a practical sense. And they needed development. 
I don't know if they recognised that. So, 
developing our middle managers helped them 
recognise the contribution they make to this 
bigger picture. The role that they make in really 
making this a better experience for our students 
was important, and that's why we engaged in 
the program” (Principal, Sunrise).
Following the AIS Leading from the Middle program, 
one school created two tiers of leadership:
“Two tiered with management leading into 
more leadership opportunities… we’ve got this 
new system in the middle” where there are 
tiers of faculty heads and tiers of directors  
(Principal, Harbourside). 
Effects
Following the program 88% (n=50/57) of 
middle leaders saw their practices extending, 
from managing the task to leading the people, 
within and beyond their traditional spheres 
of influence, especially in terms of taking 
initiatives, providing direction, resolving 
tensions, and tackling conflict.
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Middle leaders spoke of the radical change to 
their role:
“We went from doing administration side of 
things which is – a huge element of the middle 
leader’s role, to my goodness we are actually 
supervising staff. We have to provide PD for 
staff and we have to develop staff and we 
have to, in a whole range of different areas” 
(Middle leader, Heritage). 
“Pragmatically leading from the middle but also 
having access to a voice in how, in the policies 
and procedures and practices from, in terms of 
pastoral care” (Middle Leader, Harbourside).
6.3 Leading ‘beyond’ the middle: 
role extension 
As the program developed, middle leaders began 
to see themselves as a bridge between senior 
management and classroom teachers:
“I kind of see the middle leadership layer as being 
a bridge between people who are working, you 
know, in class every day and the – the upper 
management level of kind of the board and the 
key people that run the school.” (Middle Leader, 
Sandstone). 
“It’s that link between what’s happening in the 
classroom and what’s being made at executive 
level, but the middle leaders are the ones that 
play out that link” (Middle Leader, Seashore).
“I guess it’s saying both you have a say in directing 
how faculty in my case might go and also I think 
a bit of a voice in upper management as well” 
(Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
Working across groups meant being:
“… able to deal with staff, students and parents” 
(Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
“I see middle leadership as being the link between 
what happens in exec, what happens in the 
classroom and quality teaching and learning. 
They're the sort of people on the deck who can 
start to really model that and facilitate that, 
check up on that” (Middle Leader, Heritage).
“You listen to the staff but then you're also 
listening to management, trying to you know, 
talk each individual's language to each of the 
two parties to make it work” (Middle Leader, 
Harbourside).
Effects
Leading in the middle was perceived to be 
a shift in focus, from the administratively 
functional tasks of management to leadership 
of classroom pedagogy and the further 
development of colleagues.
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“Yeah, it was administration, it was, ‘Oh, I’m – 
I’m going to tick off the list, and I’ll just be that 
person that they go to’. But then to be able to 
look at it and go, ‘Oh, it’s actually more about 
pedagogy, and it’s about not just managing the 
work but managing the whole person and how 
they operate’, so it was a bit more exciting, and 
that for me that’s more what I like to do, so it was 
encouraging to go, ‘Oh, we can actually do that’ ” 
(Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
“We started in our roles in 2017 and I think at 
that point the school admin thought we probably 
should be supporting these people in their new 
roles, which really we had to create because they 
hadn’t. The roles hadn’t existed before, so I think 
the training was part of just supporting us into 
those new roles” (Middle Leader, Seashore). 
Principals appreciated seeing middle leaders enact 
their roles well: 
“A middle leader is seeing themselves as a key 
influencer of students and families and of 
colleagues encouraging them to lead up. And so, 
I see middle leaders who are quite happy to sit 
in a meeting with me and ask difficult questions 
in an appropriate professional collegial way, and 
I love that” (Principal, Seashore). 
Another principal stated: 
“So, we have talked a lot to the year coordinators 
about the significance of their role. They have the 
whole picture and so, therefore, they can actually 
inform. They can negotiate. They can advise KLA 
[Key Learning Area] coordinators about what's 
happening for the students, for their year group, 
for whatever, and they're really crucial. They 
see themselves as the second cousins. It's a 
real confidence thing” (Principal, Sunrise).
Participation in the program caused a shift in 
thinking, for example, a realisation that the role 
also encompassed advocacy for other teachers and 
for students: 
“I think as a middle leader one of the things you do 
is you start becoming more of an advocate. I know 
I advocate very strongly for teachers, because 
they are the ones I work with all the time”  
Middle Leader, Seashore).
“I see we're also the champion of those people 
as well, of their ideas. The in-between ones also, 
I'm saying, ‘This is the overall idea’, in saying, ‘this 
is how we're going to do it, how it's going to roll 
out’, but also when they have concerns about 
that, then actually championing that as well… like 
a sandwich” (Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
Working beyond their previous role boundaries also 
extended outside the school: 
“Middle leaders see themselves as a key 
influencer of students and families of 
colleagues encouraging them to lead up”  
(Principal, Seashore). 
Effects
Participation in the program caused a shift 
in thinking towards a realisation that central 
to their roles was a responsibility for leading 
pedagogy that focussed upon improving 
student engagement and outcomes. 
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Prior to the program, few formal, targeted 
professional learning opportunities had been 
available for middle leaders:
“Yes, it was offered to us and I think it was 
couched in terms [that would] give us an 
opportunity. They recognised that we had been 
put into this role without any kind of formal 
training” (Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
Another principal reflected upon the value of the 
investment in professional learning:
“ ‘You’re spending all this money on developing 
your staff – what if they leave?’ and I said, ‘But 
if I don’t spend it, what if they stay?’ ”  
(Principal, Harbourside). 
Middle leaders appreciated this further investment:
“I valued that they valued us. I thought that 
was good. That made me want to lead”  
(Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
A Deputy Principal saw the program as an 
opportunity to start projects:
“The school invests time and resources into 
ensuring that those people who’ve shown interest 
in particular projects or areas, have the time to 
be able to do it” (Deputy, Sandstone). 
Another Deputy justified the program in terms of 
a previous absence of distributed leadership in 
the school: 
“There was this massive void”  
(Deputy, Central).
The effect of the Leading from the Middle program 
and the on-going sustainability of the program was 
attributed to the active role of the principal.
“[The Principal] and the leadership team always 
introduced the whole purpose of why we’re there” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage). 
“Well I think in a way it comes back to [the 
principal] again, like the fact that he's been part 
of it, I think he'd want to keep seeing things 
moving forward. That would be my perception, so 
I think it will be sustainable as long as we’re given 
the time and his commitment keeps on going” 
(Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
At another school: 
“I think it was a really good thing, because [the 
Principal] made it pretty clear at the start that he 
wanted to get middle school leaders away from 
just doing the mundane, organisational day-to-
day sort of things and have a bit more vision 
and purpose about what we do, and so for that I 
thought that’s exciting. We did the research first 
and had the direction. We’re empowered by [the 
principal] to do that. He was on site, he was on 
board, this is his vision, what he wants, and then 
we all felt empowered I guess through him to take 
this on” (Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
Deputy Heads and Executive members of staff had 
an important role to play in the development of 
middle leaders, though some were more supportive 
than others.
In three schools middle leaders expressed concern 
about their executive leaders. The AIS Leadership 
Centre team also shared their frustration with 
executive teams that neglected to support the 
middle leaders:
“The biggest obstacle is actually senior 
leadership’s support in name but not in action” 
(AISLC 1).
“The research is telling us that when principals 
and leaders are involved in the learning, then 
it’s going to engage other people in the learning, 
and they have to want the learning” (AISLC 2).
7   The Leadership Effect: investing in  
professional learning
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“Potentially I consider another issue to have 
been the relationship that the then director of 
quality teaching and learning had with a lot of 
us, and certainly the authoritarian nature that 
was exuded. I found it very belittling a lot of the 
time. We would get called out on any comment 
we made, to the point where I wouldn't want to 
comment anymore ever. I'm sick of being told 
that I don't know how to interpret my syllabus 
when I really do. And that was really exhausting 
and tiring and I think if we are to implement the 
correct programs we really need to make sure 
we've got the correct person in that position 
now” (Middle Leader, Heritage). 
Ultimately, the extent to which communities of 
practice were sustained depended upon a continuing 
commitment from the school leaders themselves:
“It became quite invaluable just seeing what 
we’re able to achieve and do, having the time 
together to discuss that so whether or not we’re 
part of that to make it sustainable, maybe a day 
a semester where all the executive staff have 
that day of planning and vision”  
(Middle Leader 2, Bushfield). 
Effects
Principals regarded their investment in 
professional learning for their middle leaders 
as essential for school improvement. Our 
research did not find unsupportive principals, 
but levels of support varied. Deputies and 
senior staff also played an essential part in 
enhancing or constraining middle leaders’ 
opportunities to lead in and beyond the middle.
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for participants  
to engage together 
with externally 
provided materials 
challenged their 
knowledge and 
understanding of 
their roles and 
contexts. 
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8.1  Developing leadership 
capabilities
A central purpose of the program was to create 
communities of practice led by middle leaders:
“We’re trying to create a professional learning 
community for that team” (AISLC 3). 
Essentially, the AIS Leadership Centre team’s role 
was to stimulate this change:
“We are brought in to change the culture” (AISLC 5). 
One aspect of the consultation with schools by the 
AIS Leadership Centre team was the opportunities 
they offered for participants to select from a range 
of fit-for-purpose practical themes and materials 
that suited their perceived needs, of those specific 
contexts, and the program purposes. The team 
connected the assigned readings to middle leaders’ 
work contexts, participated in reflection based 
upon a daily written evaluation. These informed the 
next day’s pedagogical work, and enabled the AIS 
Leadership Centre team to make adjustments to the 
content in response to emerging issues:
“In most instances it’s making sense [of what] they 
knew instinctively or that they’ve been reading 
about because they’re doing their Master’s, but… 
it really makes sense in practice. So, that’s the 
role that I think we play” (AISLC 3). 
One principal commented:
“Just the change in language, the change in 
expectation and what we are doing now is walking 
that journey with them” (Principal, Central).
8.2  Promoting the ‘inner’  
journey of change
Middle leaders had the opportunity to work individually 
and in small groups on their ‘inner journeys’ of 
leadership, reflecting upon their approaches, 
purposes, values, role clarity, working tendencies 
and ways of communicating. 
The AIS Leadership Centre team members 
observed changes as a result of participation in the 
‘inner’ journey:
“During that process, there’s a transformation 
in their minds and their hearts, about their role, 
what it involves, and how, through that role, they 
can make the school better, or their department 
better” (AISLC 2). 
They spoke of how the program connected the 
personal experience of participants with new 
theoretical understandings in ways which engaged 
their emotional selves:
“I’ve seen people who want to keep talking about 
the lightbulb moments they’re having and how 
much this is making an impact. And then people 
that don’t want to be there and you can tell. So, 
for me it’s like a massive reveal on where they’re 
at in their career, and how connected to their 
passion they are, and what their assumptions are 
about what their role” (AISLC 5). 
“You are able to bring a personal narrative to 
the presenting that you do which makes a big 
difference to the way people interact with you, 
because it seems more authentic, the teaching 
that you give. You are able to give that real sense 
of experience to the theory” (AISLC D). 
8  Role of AIS Leadership Centre team
Effects
The opportunities for participants to engage 
together with externally provided materials 
challenged their knowledge and understanding 
of their roles and contexts. 
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One AIS Leadership Centre team member noted the 
changes she saw in middle leaders throughout the 
five days of the program:
“I can think of a number of people who have made 
immediate changes and ongoing changes” (AISLC 1). 
Another observed a radical change in one of the 
participants:
“One person who came to our ‘Leading from the 
Middle’ programme, said, ‘You changed my life. 
I was frightened of having conversations with a 
person in my team. Now I’m not frightened at all 
and I have lots of them, and it’s been going really, 
really well’ ” (AISLC 2). 
There were variations, however, in the ways 
that work designed to challenge participants’ 
understandings of their ‘inner’ values and beliefs 
was received:
“We did meditation, and then we did personality 
styles, and then we did deep – you know, where 
all your values and beliefs come from, to 
strangers. And then, we were tigers, and blowing 
kisses. Like, it was all over the place, really, those 
sorts of things. I enjoyed it. Don’t get me wrong, 
but there were things that I felt really, really 
uncomfortable with” (Middle Leader, Sunrise). 
“[The AIS Leadership Centre team member] came 
in and pushed us in this direction and actually 
did challenge us, I mean none of us really liked 
it… at the time because it takes us away from 
class, it makes us feel stressed, so we don’t like 
to be removed from our very creature of habit 
lifestyle because we find that stressful. It wasn’t 
that we didn't like the program as such, I would 
say it's that we found its implementation at best 
haphazard and not fluid with its connection to 
prior parts” (Middle Leader, Heritage). 
Nevertheless, middle leaders appreciated the time 
that the program had given them to reflect together:
“It was really good reflective time for wellbeing 
and that maybe that was the only chance [we] 
actually got to do a program that was about [us] 
instead of about students, even though it is about 
students and about outcomes, it’s also about 
– the first two days especially are about you” 
(Middle Leader, Sunrise).
Effects
The creation of sustained learning spaces by 
the AIS Leadership Centre team modelled 
sustained, responsive critical support for middle 
leaders ‘inner’ journeys. This enabled them to 
reflect critically upon their values, practices, 
roles and relationships, and build social 
capital, throughout the program. Whilst 65% 
(n=37/57) spoke positively about the challenges 
of engaging with their inner journey during the 
program, 26% (n=15/57) did not.
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8.3  Promoting the ‘outer’  
journey of change
The program also focused upon the development 
of practical skills as part of the participants’ outer 
journey of change through, for example, ‘open 
to learning’ conversations, and through the 
modelling of a ‘community of practice’, rather 
than administration, in order to lead ‘beyond’ the 
middle. Here, AIS Leadership Centre team members 
challenged participants to think more strategically 
about their work and to challenge current practices.
“They push back on the fact that they don’t 
have time to actually think strategically, and so 
we try to help them understand that anything 
they do can be seen through a strategic 
leadership lens” (AISLC 2). 
“Some of them [middle leaders] will say,  
‘That’s not my responsibility’. (AISLC 1).
One outcome of a positive ‘outer’ journey was the 
demonstration of increased agency and confidence:
“I have noticed changes in people at work 
and, for a number of people, their confidence” 
(Middle Leader, Sandstone).
“I don't regret it [doing the program] because 
it has provided a number of them with some 
good opportunities to exercise leadership and 
be agents of change in their faculties outside 
of just doing all the administrative stuff”  
(Principal, Sunrise). 
The development of the school-based change project 
(see Section 9) was symbolic of the ‘outer’ journey 
of middle leading because the projects positively 
changed the ways that staff worked together: 
“After doing the project, not only did we gain 
confidence in our ability, willing to take a bit of 
a risk, but with the student engagement stuff, 
I know that within my own KLA [Key Learning 
Area]… it was really nice because all of a sudden 
instead of them throwing issues straight to 
[the Deputy], [the teachers] started coming to 
me and I could deal with that issue on a – on a 
simpler level” (Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
“The changes might even be just the way that you 
relate to staff – a lot focused on relationships 
with staff” (Middle Leader, Seashore). 
However, for some (n=22/57), fear about the poster 
presentation on day five was a recurring theme:
“It became increasingly about the poster rather 
than the project, is what I felt. I got very anxious 
at that” (Middle Leader, Sunrise). 
Commitment to the project was reduced for those 
who didn’t understand the program, and this was 
further eroded in participants in schools that did 
not have a clear vision statement for middle leaders 
to follow.
“I think, just putting it out there, the project is 
a waste of time and an added pressure. Even 
though they kept saying, ‘Link it to something 
that’s currently going on. Link it, link, link it,’ 
but I absolutely don’t think it was necessary”  
(Middle Leader, Seashore). 
Effects
Developing middle leaders’ understandings 
of change strategies and skills in working 
‘beyond the middle’ increased their agency 
and confidence in leading change in their 
schools. However, commitment to the project 
was reduced for those who didn’t understand 
the program, and this was further exacerbated 
by schools that did not have a clear vision 
statement for their development.
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9.1  Fostering team and 
teacher leadership
The school-based projects, a key element of the 
program, were perceived by many middle leaders 
96% (n=55/57) to have acted as catalysts for new 
ways of leadership thinking and practice:
“It does develop and build a community of middle 
leaders when they are sharing their projects with 
each other, giving each other feedback, talking 
about learning in their schools together, which 
sometimes they haven’t had the opportunity to 
do (AISLC 2). 
“When it came to sharing with other people I 
think that was the part that was really valuable” 
(Middle Leader Heritage).
“Going from feeling like you need to be good at 
everything to understand for me anyway that you 
don’t have to be good at everything, but valuing 
who is good at that” (Middle Leader, Sandstone).
“It made me think more about how I can use the 
staff in leadership positions within the faculty” 
(Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
A middle leader spoke of how the project taught 
her about the importance of team work across the 
leadership team: 
“It [the project] made me realise how hard it is 
because – and how lonely it can be because 
you’ve got to keep – you’ve got to lead them so 
you’ve got it from the top, you’ve got it from the 
bottom, you’ve got it coming all around you, and 
I found that was, that sort of gave me clarity of 
why it’s so hard. So, unless you’ve got clear lines 
of communication, as soon as certain things 
break down within a culture of a school how very 
hard it is to actually even survive in that school… 
I don’t think I recognised that link between, say, 
classroom teaching, executive and that actual 
middle role, and how that middle role plays out 
with the day to day running of the school; and 
it’s that link between what’s happening in the 
classroom and what’s been made at executive 
level, but the middle leaders are the ones that 
play out that link. I don’t know that I’d actually 
use that term until we started this training” 
(Middle leader, Seashore). 
9  Leading School-Based Projects
One issue for middle leaders following the program, 
was choosing as a team which projects to continue:
“We had so many things, and after a while, the word 
on the street across the community of staff, was, “I 
don’t know what we are focusing on. Where did this 
come from? We have got so many things to take on 
board” (Middle Leader, Heritage). 
At another school leadership that was built as a 
result of the program was sustained afterwards. 
Following the program, continuing to provide 
informal pedagogical advice, supporting teachers 
and student outcomes:
“I think for me I’ve always – I’ve got a good team 
now – they really are open to change and I think 
one of the things that I really like about how we 
work now is we can just walk in and out of each 
other’s classrooms and give advice and give 
support to each other” (Middle Leader, Sunrise).
One school-based project set up mentoring through 
observation. This was sustained following the program 
and resulted in increased transparency and trust:
“The greatest impact of the program was on our 
Head of Primary. They were wanting transparency 
and feedback. Now there is a real sense of 
openness. The primary staff said, when are we 
going to do an observation again?! This was a 
culture shift – they were happy to be observed” 
(Principal, Bushfield). 
Following the program, the middle leaders in another 
school had been able to sustain the team approach 
that the program aspired to model:
“What I will say is that what I have observed 
and I guess you would say anecdotally is that 
people who are within the teams of people who 
have taken on the learning and the improved 
methodology that has been espoused through 
the ‘Leading from the Middle’ program, people 
within those teams from the outside looking in 
appear to be quite comfortable working with 
those middle leaders” (Principal, Seashore). 
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Infusing the project into the life of the school was 
seen to be important for sustainable change. 
“I booked a PD for some of my change projects, 
and then I presented it to my faculty at the last 
faculty meeting, but my faculty weren’t even 
aware of that, you know – my change project, 
really, because we were, sort of, doing that 
on the sideline, from the rest of the school”  
(Middle Leader, Sunrise). 
“As leaders we need to role model, and how 
do we actually build this coalition around us of 
other people who are potentially great leaders 
to bring them into this to help spread the 
project, to get buy in to change culture”  
(Middle Leader, Harbourside).
9.2  Extending relationships
The program helped middle leaders to work together 
by fostering collegial practices and by providing 
them with the time and space to reduce their sense 
of isolation:
“The project made them do what they had 
always wanted to do. It has certainly been the 
catalyst for change, the impetus… Nine middle 
leaders did the program. Our academic image is 
improving as a result. We’ve received a literacy 
and numeracy grant from one project. The 
Infants have been working on phonics, and in 
our last results we had nearly caught the state 
average” (Principal, Bushfield). 
Ninety one percent of middle leaders (n=52/57) took 
these collegial practices away with them into their 
practices:
“One of the biggest positives for me, and I think 
the others feel the same, is that because we’re 
on two separate campuses here, to actually 
sit down in a room with all the middle leaders 
together was – was fantastic, because you all 
looked at each other and went: ‘Okay, at one 
stage I didn’t know who was on the same level as 
me down on the other campus’, so it was nice” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage). 
In another school where the middle leaders 
interacted frequently in multiple teams, it was about 
building deeper relational practices: 
“… knowing how to adapt and change your 
communication to be able to work alongside 
other people. I think for us that’s just such an 
organic natural part of our model of practice 
anyway. We don’t necessarily operate much in 
silos here, so that’s an aspect of our everyday” 
(Middle Leader, Sandstone).
Effects
Trust was developed in the middle through 
building and sustaining collegial relationships, 
informal feedback and mentoring. 
“It brought us out of our silos 
because it gave us time and 
we don’t really have time to 
talk to each other” 
Middle Leader, Sunrise
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“Previously secondary and primary in terms of 
teaching and learning had almost nothing to do 
with each other. And so I think for me, if I had to 
summarise it in one sentence what the middle 
leaders program did for us, was to move us from 
admin focused, to looking at how middle leaders 
actually lead to improve teaching and learning 
and teach at capacity… as well for the first time 
starting to work professionally with colleagues” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage).
One school chose to participate in the program 
so that staff could work more collaboratively and 
improve student outcomes: 
“There is a real groundswell, from the 
organisation point of view, that as a staff we need 
to keep developing our own skillsets, how we 
work together as a collaborative team, because 
that's how we get the best outcomes from 
students” (Deputy, Sandstone). 
Participants appreciated the time they were given 
to be together and believed that this would be 
sustained beyond the program:
“The best thing was that we spent time together” 
(Middle Leader, Seashore). 
“It’s very much working outside of the 
classroom and working with the whole team, 
which isn’t a natural state for a lot of teachers”  
(Principal, Sandstone).
Effects
Regular, formally designated opportunities for 
reflection in, on, and about practice enabled 
91% of middle leaders (n=52/57) to plan, 
review, and reconsider their roles and existing 
practices as leaders, both in relation to student 
progress and attainment, and effective working 
practices with colleagues.  
“Just more time to collaborate”  
(Middle Leader F, Bushfield). 
“The middle leadership program actually 
supported the development of that, particularly 
around that relationship, how do we create 
better relationships with our colleagues in order 
to create a better collaboration, so that we can 
get the best out of them” (Principal, Sandstone). 
“One of the best things to come out of it is just a 
collaboration between the middle leaders and 
an understanding as one school what everyone’s 
doing” (Middle Leader 3, Heritage). 
“I like the cross-school interaction. I think that 
was very powerful” (Middle Leader J, Seashore). 
“One of the best things 
to come out of it is just 
a collaboration between 
the middle leaders and an 
understanding as one school 
what everyone’s doing”
Middle Leader 3, Heritage
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9.3  Impacting Student Outcomes
The AIS Leadership Centre Team spoke of how their 
modelling work had connected the middle leaders 
back to student outcomes: 
“I actually think that ‘Leading from the Middle’, 
when it works really well, fosters that idea of 
“you are in the middle leadership team [and that] 
what you do is significant and has a significant 
impact on the students in the classroom and your 
culture. And what you feed down and what you 
feed up is really, really important” (AISLC 4).
“One of the things we have made a shift towards 
I think is linking the practices of their team 
directly to student learnings. So that was one of 
my big pushes. It’s not really about the teacher 
without the learning and the learner” (AISLC 1). 
Middle leaders also connected their change projects 
with student outcomes, either directly or indirectly:
“Seeing the purpose, understanding that the 
purpose, is to actually improve the outcomes 
of the students and that is part of the strategic 
direction of the school in whatever direction 
they’re choosing, and actually how this is 
actually leadership” (AISLC 2). 
“My project was looking at reading 
comprehension in years three and four, so we 
used our PAT data to have a look where we were 
falling down. We changed our programs and 
the way that we were teaching and then again 
checking the PAT data at the end of the year to 
see if that had made a change, and it had so it 
was good” (Middle Leader, Seashore).
“Well, you see, your core roles, as curriculum 
leaders, are around improving student outcomes. 
So, a change project allows you to put a different 
filter over it to look at how you can do things 
differently which will enhance the learning. And, 
that’s ongoing. That’s even with your reflection of 
your programs and your updating your programs” 
(Middle Leader, Sunrise). 
Fifty eight percent of participants (n=33/57) 
reported on the sustainable impact of their projects 
on students: 
“Some of these ‘Leading from the Middle’ 
projects are amazing and they’re impacting the 
students” (AISLC 4).
“I think there are two that come to mind, and I 
think it's a legitimate claim to say that they did 
make an impact on classroom student outcomes. 
One was a project on how to engage students 
in talking type activities in the classroom... 
So, … he went off and fed that through to the 
staff meeting. So, I think that probably was very 
much on the ground as students experience it 
sort of impact. The other one was a transition 
program collecting data on Year 6s, what 
outcomes they were already meeting at an 
elementary level or quite advanced levels and 
working out a simple way to code that so that 
that could be then fed through to secondary 
teachers. I think that potentially makes a 
significant difference to teachers knowing 
quite a bit of information about at least those 
students.” (Middle Leader, Heritage). 
Another school attributed improvement in student 
outcomes directly to the project:
“I think we are a better school because – this is 
terrible to say, but our results are better. The 
students’ learning and our teaching is better, I 
think. If you have a look at when we first started 
this, and you have a look at the HSC results, they 
have gone up a lot… Certainly, our teaching is 
better, I think. And then, in doing that, students’ 
results are lifting… It is a complete different 
story, but I do believe that there is a positive vibe, 
and a real sense of belonging to [our school] … 
and the students, I think, are responding to that” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage).
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One project involved music analysis that directly 
impacted student results: 
“Using the online website that the students from 
seven to twelve can log into from home, on any 
device, and how could that improve our music skill 
and knowledge and support what they are doing 
in the classroom. We were looking at whether that 
would work, and it did. A Music II student went 
on to achieve 95 for Music II and 49 out of 50 for 
extensions” (Middle Leader, Heritage). 
Participants also reflected on the indirect effects 
upon students:
“Well I can’t measure that, but my feeling is – my 
intuition is that it has improved. It’s improved 
us. Therefore, it’s enabled to – that to flow on” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage). 
“Indirectly in that what I hope it does is give 
some clarity to the leaders of wellbeing in their 
role. It gave clarity to me in my old role. And also, 
hopefully clarity to classroom teachers when they 
have wellbeing concerns about a student in their 
class, what's the best way to tackle that. And so 
that doesn't have a direct impact on learning 
outcomes as such, but if the whole school does 
a better job of caring for the kids in an efficient 
not time-wasting kind of a way, and I think kids 
whose wellbeing is better their outcomes are 
better. So indirectly, yes, but it's pretty indirect” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage). 
“I don’t think it’s had a direct impact on the 
school, maybe not yet… I think it is too much to 
say ‘by the program’. I don’t see that direct link. 
If we remove the program out of it and we had 
stepped into these roles anyway, would we still 
be viewed this way by other staff and students? 
Possibly yes. So, I’m not sure that any of these 
outcomes can actually be attributed to the 
program” (Middle Leader, Seashore). 
“You know, I think some staff would say, "We, 
we don't see things through for long enough," or, 
you know, it was all – in, in whoever's defence, 
it was sitting behind a big restructure as well, 
so I don't know. I don't know if the student 
performance improved or didn't improve or what 
the feedback was or if for my reflection on that, 
it would be isolated to that particular thing”  
(Middle Leader, Harbourside).
Student outcomes were sustained in the long term 
by the middle leaders working as a team, a key 
objective of the program:
“I think it has to in the sense that we can only 
support our students as much as we are 
supporting ourselves in a sense, as staff members, 
as teams, as a team leader and so on and so forth. 
So, I think that as our capacity as staff members or 
as leaders improves or increases, that has to have 
a direct impact on the kids because if our teams 
are working together more cohesively or there’s 
trust and team work” (Middle leader, Sandstone). 
Effects
The School-Based projects had a direct impact 
upon middle leader change and, for 58% 
(N=33/57 in 7 schools) led to improvements in 
student learning outcomes. 
Trust was developed in and beyond 
the middle through building and 
sustaining collegial relationships, 
informal feedback and mentoring. 
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The program 
positively impacted 
the aspirations 
of all 57 middle 
leaders, and many 
of them returned 
to their roles with 
an enhanced sense 
of professional 
identity following 
the program. 
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10.1  School structures 
and cultures
The seven participating schools had different ways 
of defining the practice of middle leadership. Middle 
leaders were mostly curriculum and pastoral leaders. 
Heritage and Harbourside were both large rural 
schools with a hierarchical leadership structure 
which included middle leaders and directors across 
P–12. They both had a strong focus on competition 
and growth with stable leadership.
In contrast, Bushfield and Seashore were small rural 
schools, also P–12. Seashore was hierarchical with an 
equally strong executive team influence. Bushfield 
had a flatter, community structure with a more 
hands on principal and deputy, supportive of middle 
leaders. Both schools supported communities in 
high poverty contexts. 
Sunrise and Central were both Sydney-based Secondary 
girl’s schools. Central had a strong hierarchy, matched 
with a supportive executive team so that middle 
leaders felt supported. It was undergoing significant 
change with new leadership. It had a high multicultural 
population. Sunrise was a Sydney based school 
with a stable staff and a long-serving principal in a 
low socioeconomic context. The middle leadership 
team was well established, and the principal hoped 
to develop them as middle leaders. 
Sandstone was a K–12 special school based in 
Sydney with a supportive and dynamic principal and 
executive team and a flat hierarchical structure, but 
with a dominant visionary principal who invested in 
middle leadership to reinforce autonomous teams 
across the school.
10  Variations in Contexts and Impact
At Bushfield the principal was successfully fostering 
pedagogical leadership in middle leaders with the 
Leading from the Middle Program:
“It was good, not just empowering us, but giving 
us a vision, because you step into a position and 
often you just fulfil it the way the person who – 
before you did it, and it was nice to be able to 
actually charter your own course and go, ‘Well 
actually, I think I’d like to do it like this’, and make 
you a bit more proactive about what leadership 
actually looks like from your point of view. 
Because I was just grabbing from everything that 
I’d seen at that point, I didn’t really know what 
I was doing, and now I go, ‘Oh, actually, I can 
change that’ ” (Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
Effects
The capacity for middle leaders to shift from 
leading in the middle to leading beyond 
the middle varied, and was influenced by 
differences in existing school contexts, 
structures, and cultures.  
10.2  Diagnosing school 
readiness for middle leadership 
development.
Table 1 overleaf is a tentative framework designed 
to assist schools in identifying school cultures and 
practices which are likely to be ‘more’, or ‘less’ able 
to foster and support middle leader development. 
Note that:
 − The categories under each phase may be extended 
by schools before or during their deliberations.
 − Schools may use the categories under each 
phase as check lists. However, final judgements 
may be better made holistically, since there are 
likely to be differences in the relative positive 
and negative impact of individual categories 
upon middle leadership development.
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The capacity for 
middle leaders to 
shift from leading 
in the middle to 
leading beyond 
the middle varied, 
and was influenced 
by differences 
in existing 
school contexts, 
structures, 
and cultures.
Pa
ge
 3
2
sy
dn
ey
.e
du
.a
u
Th
e 
Un
iv
er
si
ty
 o
f 
Sy
dn
ey
In
ve
st
ig
at
in
g 
th
e 
In
flu
en
ce
 a
nd
 I
mp
ac
t 
of
 L
ea
di
ng
 f
ro
m 
th
e 
Mi
dd
le
Table 1: A Framework for Diagnosing School Readiness for Middle Leadership Development 
Pre-Readiness Phase
Practices that constrain 
middle leading
Developing Phase
Practices that enable and constrain 
the development of middle leading
Improving Phase
Practices that develop and enable 
sustainable middle leading
Cu
ltu
ra
l N
or
m
s
Middle leaders’ expectations 
and aspirations are restricted to 
their own area of influence
Middle leading is distributed in 
existing spheres of influence 
Middle leaders lead collaboratively 
beyond the middle together with 
others
Irregular meetings within 
middle leadership team
Regular meetings within middle 
leadership teams, but little focus 
upon pedagogy
Middle leaders meet their team regularly 
to discuss relationships between 
teaching and learning and individual 
student progress and achievement
Miscommunication from minimal 
shared language
Shared language within select teams 
translating vision into understanding 
and action
Shared language across the school 
resulting in clear understandings, 
support, and action
No scheme for mutual classroom 
teaching and learning observation
Some areas have schemes for mutual 
classroom teaching and learning 
observation
All areas have schemes for mutual 
classroom teaching and learning 
observation
No middle leader mentoring or 
preparation for mentoring
Some middle leader mentoring or 
preparation for mentoring
Middle leader mentoring across 
the school
Im
pr
ov
em
en
t P
ra
ct
ic
es
No participation in curriculum 
and practice inquiry projects
Occasional participation in inquiry 
projects which target middle leaders’ 
own and whole school needs
Regular participation in projects with 
other middle leaders which target 
whole school development needs
No collegial consideration of 
planning, teaching and learning 
and assessment
Occasional collegial consideration 
of planning, teaching and learning 
and assessment
Regular collegial consideration of 
school-wide planning, teaching and 
learning and assessment
Minimal understanding and 
utilisation of student progress data 
in planning classroom teaching
Data utilisation led by the executive 
and facilitated by middle leaders
Data utilisation led by middle leaders 
with the executive and teachers in 
the middle leading team
Student progress and outcomes 
not formally discussed
Student progress regularly 
discussed, but uncertain impact 
upon student outcomes
Student progress and outcomes 
regularly discussed in association with 
of teaching planning and practices
Bu
ild
in
g 
So
ci
al
 C
ap
ita
l
Principals and executive do not 
provide time for middle leaders to 
meet together to discuss issues of 
teaching and learning
Principals and executive provide 
time upon request for middle 
leaders to meet
Principals and executive provide time 
for middle leaders to lead teams in 
and beyond the middle
Little evidence of relational trust 
in middle leadership teams
Mixed evidence of relational trust 
in middle leadership teams
Evidence of widespread relational 
and collective trust across the school
Leadership is delegated* 
within teams 
Evidence of communities of practice 
within the distribution of leadership 
in some teams
Strong evidence of school-wide 
communities of practice and 
extensive leadership distribution
No participation in school wide 
decision-making about curriculum 
and pedagogy
Occasional participation in school 
wide decision-making about 
curriculum and pedagogy
Regular participation in school 
wide decision-making about 
curriculum and pedagogy
Irregular provision of  
opportunities for sustained 
professional development using 
external facilitation
Limited provision of jointly planned 
opportunities for sustained 
professional development, using 
external facilitation
Regular jointly planned opportunities 
for sustained professional 
development using external 
facilitation
*‘Delegation’ implies restricted powers of decision-making and autonomy, in contrast to distribution which implies  
extended powers of decision making and autonomy
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10.3  Choice and commitment 
Middle leaders reported unanimously that they had 
been invited to do the program, and that the way the 
program was promoted to them within their school 
made a difference. The promotion of the program 
to middle leaders had been met with both delight 
and suspicion:
“We were told [to participate]. I was very 
surprised because we’d also never had any money 
for that sort of thing… where’s this money from?” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage).
“It was presented to us… We were told to do it. 
But I was happy” (Middle Leader, Heritage).
“I didn’t think we had to do it. But, at the same 
time, I was really excited to do it, because I 
liked the fact that they were willing to invest 
this money into us, to actually improve our 
leadership but, I didn’t think it was optional” 
(Middle Leader, Harbourside).
“Didn’t decide. I think we were compelled. We 
were compelled” (Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
“We got asked to. Well, no, we were encouraged 
to” (Middle Leader, Bushfield).
Effects
The way that principals communicated 
the opportunity, their appreciation and 
continuing investment made a difference to 
the commitment of middle leaders.
Schools in rural NSW were grateful to the AIS 
Leadership Centre team for flying out to bring them 
site based professional learning to their context: 
“I think any opportunity for more training, like 
especially when it comes to us is – a godsend 
because like, nearly everything that we have to go 
to is a lot of travelling” (Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
These schools appreciated the commitment that 
the AIS Leadership Centre made to them to address 
rural inequity in education. 
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10.4  Aspirations and roles 
Leading from the Middle helped some middle leaders 
to conceptualise their role more clearly where the 
title and position did not limit their conceptions of 
the possibilities for leading in and beyond the middle:
 “I think a lot of what we have to do is say, that's 
the vision. How do we put it into practice? And 
within our staff, we have to be able to sell it 
to them to get them on board, to train them, 
to encourage, facilitate, cajole, whatever is 
required” (Middle Leader, Harbourside).
Middle leaders were not all aware of their capacity 
to lead in a different way. They sought professional 
learning relevant to their role. They also had 
different future purposes for professional learning: 
“There are some within that group that aspire to 
senior school leadership but there’s others who 
are quite content” (Principal, Seashore). 
Those principals who engaged in the philosophy 
and the activity of the program, however, made a 
difference to their professional learning. Principals 
wanted middle leaders to see that they were an 
important part of a leadership team. 
The program contributed directly to principals’ 
efforts to change the leadership structure:
“It’s making them see that we’ve got a unified 
mission and a unified vision for developing 
leadership” (Principal, Central). 
“From what I’ve observed, the ‘Leading from 
the Middle’ program has been not the only, but 
certainly a direct influence on middle leaders. 
The Deputy Principal of the secondary school has 
actually almost made some significant changes 
to the way that middle leadership is structured 
from last year into this year. I think what we 
are left with is far more robust and functional. 
It’s not like they’ve been moved out of middle 
leadership, but the expectations perhaps that 
we are placing on them and the expectation that 
their role is placing on them is more refined. I 
think that in itself leads to sustainability, because 
the roles are a more natural fit. I think there’s 
still some understanding that is being developed 
in people whose roles have changed. Some of 
them are totally comfortable with it. Perhaps 
some… are still getting used to it. We moved into 
a new EA [enterprise agreement] that allowed us 
to [structure] those middle leadership roles for 
the life of an EA” (Principal, Seashore).
Part of influencing the learning culture through 
middle leaders in one school was to alter the 
cultural-discursive arrangements by changing 
the title of middle managers to middle leaders. 
Distributing the leadership was a priority in the 
leadership culture of Central, creating more 
autonomy, greater identification of middle leaders 
with their new roles, and a focus upon their primary 
responsibilities for student outcomes: 
“It has shifted pretty quickly because the first 
thing I did when I walked in the school was 
change their titles from subject coordinators 
and year coordinators to leaders of learning” 
(Principal, Central).
One school had two tiers. Part of the outer journey 
of middle leading was seeking out leadership in 
others as a form of leading ‘beyond’ the middle:
“I think it was something that we’ve really 
tapped into too as directors now is that idea of 
identifying leadership amongst staff who might 
not be designated leaders and sort of finding 
those who will buy into, is the phrase, and invest 
into that, and how to cultivate that to change the 
general culture and to shape what we want to do 
and to use that” (Middle Leader, Harbourside).
Effects
The program positively impacted the 
aspirations of all 57 middle leaders, and 
many of them returned to their roles with 
an enhanced sense of professional identity 
following the program. 
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An important 
purpose of 
Leading from 
the Middle was 
to develop the 
capacity of 
middle leaders 
to be leaders 
of change.
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11.1  Building a capacity for 
change leadership
An important purpose of Leading from the Middle 
was to develop the capacity for middle leaders to be 
leaders of change:
“They [middle leaders] do need to understand 
how to lead change, all the many aspects to that” 
(AISLC 2). 
Another AIS Leadership Centre team member stated: 
“Yes, look, I think it is identification as a 
leader. Seeing myself as somebody who is not 
just somebody who pushes paper around and 
ticks boxes, but actually someone who can 
effect change. Those middle leaders seeing 
themselves as leaders and therefore shifting 
from management to leadership, creating – 
you know, therefore moving into that space of 
creating conditions, I think that impacts their 
team to see themselves as part of something 
bigger than they were. I think it helps middle 
leaders talk about change differently.” (AISLC 3). 
A principal agreed: 
“We’re saying it’s time to step up. You’re leading. 
Pedagogy is changing. The requirements of 
learning and what these students need to have 
is a skill set for their lives ahead: you’ve got to 
constantly reflect on that and adapt and change” 
(Principal, Central).
One middle leader defined the practices of middle 
leaders in terms of the equity they created within 
and between groups of people: 
“I guess the way that they interact and 
communicate with other people. We try and 
promote everyone to have some autonomy over 
what they do, but also within their collaboration 
with other people” (Middle Leader, Sandstone). 
Middle leaders, AIS Leadership Centre team members, 
and principals reported, also, on changes they saw 
amongst the leadership teams in their schools: 
“I think it helps people understand the difference 
between leadership and authority” (AISLC 1). 
Such changes were seen as being important for 
improving student outcomes:
“We also know from the research that if you 
change the leadership of the school, you change 
student outcomes. There is some evidence 
there that we have seen. So, yes, I believe we 
are contributing to the leadership change at the 
school, because I think it changes the climate 
and the culture” (AISLC 3).
Staff meetings changed at one school: 
“I think there's been a little bit of a change in the 
way that the school has said they're going to run 
their meetings…, so I think there's a little bit of 
a slow shift in like, going away from information 
feeding to professional development” (Middle 
Leader, Harbourside). 
The extent of the change journey varied. Following 
the ‘outer’ journey of change, one middle leader 
expressed frustration that being a transformational 
middle leader was still met by challenges to 
autonomy and influence:
“I was going to say there's a frustration that 
comes with that though, that being stuck in the 
middle. I know more than the average teacher, 
but I don’t necessarily have too much more 
control on the decision-making process. So, I 
think it can go both ways and I've heard both 
from some of the people in the program. I think 
that we now know about this and that, but I 
actually can’t change it. Or now I'm fired up to 
change whatever reporting or assessment or 
something, but I still don’t have the decision 
making really to change it. So, I think it can have 
both. It makes you committed to looking into 
it and being energetic and purposeful about it, 
but there's a frustration that comes with that, 
because you still can't necessarily influence. 
Some people don’t feel I think still like they have 
much influence” (Middle Leader, Heritage). 
11  The Challenges of Change
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Another middle leader spoke of the challenge of the 
changing role:
“I found that hard, at the next level of leadership 
– to be working with these people. To be seeing 
exceptional work. To be getting feedback from 
the presenter on the exceptional quality of 
our leaders. To be developing a new language, 
along with those leaders. But, the rest of the 
leadership team not having that language and not 
being part of that change culture that we were 
pursuing – and then, at the end of this process, 
implementing a massive [staffing] change, which 
changed everything around again – I, personally, 
found that very challenging”  
(Middle leader, Harbourside). 
The capacity of middle leaders to lead ‘beyond’ the 
middle was enabled or constrained by the existing 
distributed leadership practices in their schools. 
Middle leaders from three of the schools wanted 
to exercise their middle leadership more than they 
were enabled to within their school, and they sought 
to build a stronger community within the team:
“I’ve always thought HoDs [Heads of Departments] 
was just an administrative stamp that all this stuff 
just came down and then they went off a meeting, 
and came back and distributed it. Through that 
process, it did do some empowerment and [gave] 
people the permission to start thinking as leaders 
or as people who make real decisions. Hopefully 
that will continue to be a decision-making group” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage). 
Experienced middle leaders found themselves 
renegotiating their roles during the program: 
“I think it’s hard for maybe older members 
of staff and those who have maybe been in 
management positions for a long time – where 
you got out the scope and sequences, you made 
the assessment schedules, you liaised with the 
operations person about what rooms to go into, 
to now think that they’re role is about coaching 
and mentoring staff, that their role is about 
being the instructional coach for their team, I 
think when they went into teaching and got their 
leadership position, that’s not what being a head 
of faculty was about. So, the ground beneath 
their feet has shifted” (Principal, Central).
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Effects
56% (n=32/57) of middle leaders that 
completed the program and were supported 
by their schools were able to work more 
effectively in and ‘beyond’ the middle. 
Other middle leaders had the autonomy to make 
those changes themselves: 
“I suppose that changed my practice there a little 
bit as well in terms of moving from transactional, 
to thinking bigger picture and how do we get 
staffed involved in projects and moving forward?” 
(Middle Leader, Harbourside).
“I think as a middle leader there is a lot of 
organisation involved. You are leading a group 
of people, and, the administration I think has 
increased over the years. Record keeping and 
accountability; and, I think as a leader, too, it can 
be detrimental to your own self as well as your 
own teaching classes. You tend to put your own 
classes on the back burner trying to do the rest 
of the organisational skills and things like that. 
So, sometimes you do feel that pull from both 
ways” (Middle Leader, Bushfield).
Middle leaders from four schools, however, reported 
that although the program had encouraged them to 
adopt a transformative approach to their work, the 
culture of their own schools constrained this:
“We’re still finding our way, that’s for sure, I 
think in terms of a director’s role and also a 
coordinator’s, that the coordinator’s role is 
quite transactional. Even when I was the head 
of faculty it was difficult to actually get in and 
do that part because you were so busy with the 
transactional things. But it was part of the job 
role. So, my understanding is that the directors 
have taken that part out, so there’s no longer the 
expectation that you do it, but the fact is you 
never really got to do it anyway. So maybe the job 
does feel a bit like it hasn’t changed at this stage” 
(Middle Leader, Harbourside).
11.2  Influencing Pedagogy
Feedback from participants suggested that they 
believed that pedagogical leadership involved more 
than administration and that they had become 
responsible for managing the learning of the student 
and their colleagues through building communities 
of practice:
“They are responsible for the [students] in their 
area to do something so more [students] come 
further along in their educational continuum” 
(Principal, Bushfield).
One middle leader shared how, although the role 
had not entirely shifted as a result of the program, 
her desire to lead had: 
“So, in my role last year, I was really surprised 
I had an administrative role as the acting head 
of my department, and I wanted to be the 
pedagogical leader (Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
The program had prompted middle leaders to reflect 
also upon the value of their colleagues: 
“It’s also recognising, oh this person is really 
valuable because they have brilliant brain waves 
and this person is really valuable for all of the 
different things that people bring to the table, 
instead of just thinking that there’s one thing 
or a couple of things that make a good teacher 
or a good employee or a good colleague”  
(Middle Leader, Sandstone).
It had created the conditions for middle leaders 
to work together on both academic and pastoral 
change projects:
“All the pastoral leaders put a project together as 
a collective group” (Middle Leader, Central). 
“I designed and implemented a wellness program 
for staff. We can only support our students as 
much as we are supporting ourselves”  
(Middle Leader, Sandstone). 
Those outcomes were seen as having both academic 
and pastoral benefits for students and teachers: 
“Oh, it’s actually more about pedagogy, and it’s 
about not just managing the work but managing 
the whole person and how they operate”  
(Middle Leader, Bushfield).
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It had also caused middle leaders to ask how they 
could change the material-economic conditions:
“What strategies or skills can we bring to 
that and how can we equip [teachers] to go 
into the classroom when most of them have 
not experienced that before?”  
(Middle Leader, Central).
A principal chose the program in order to skill 
middle leaders in pedagogy:
“So, it's around pedagogy and just changes in 
education and keeping abreast with the changes 
in education, different syllabi and things like 
that… We're still on this path of change. You 
just can't sit and stop. It's always around, and 
our motivation is always how can we optimise 
the learning for our young people? How can 
we ensure those parents are investing in an 
education here, that what they get here is the 
best. And really, I can do that, and myself and 
the APs can promote that and we can say, ‘This is 
what you have to do’, but really the people who 
are really driving it are the coordinators, those 
middle leaders, because they're the ones that 
are closest to the teaching staff, really. They're 
the ones that are implementing it, that vision in 
a practical sense” (Principal, Sunrise). 
Two school projects involved middle leaders 
becoming more visible in classrooms to increase 
students’ engagement in learning:
“Our Director of Studies, he and I both go around 
a fair bit during a week, do some popping into 
classrooms and that sort of thing. So, it’s worked 
really well. It’s changed the learning and culture” 
(Middle Leader, Bushfield).
“Ultimately, it’s got to be for the students. 
But, change in using technology. Change in 
assessment. Change in differentiated learning. 
Change – it’s evolving constantly”  
(Middle Leader, Harbourside). 
Reflection had also fostered student-centric 
learning. One school re-ordered their vision 
statement to put the learner first:
“We put teacher at the end on purpose, and 
we put learner first, and we put leader second” 
(Principal, Sunrise).
The program had “probably made us more student 
centric” (Principal, Harbourside).
Reflection resulted, also, in changes to teaching. 
One school had found that direct outcomes for 
staff and student well-being had resulted from 
the projects: 
“We looked at things like number of workers 
compensation issues that we've had across time 
and we've seen an enormous decline in that 
as our skill level has come up… Over the past 
thirteen years we haven't expelled any child even 
though they've bitten, hit, broken arms, given 
us head injuries, and the like… Other indicators 
would be things like are parents staying together, 
and not being so stressed so that the breakup 
rate of our parents and relinquishment of care 
[has reduced]” (Principal, Sandstone). 
In another school, student engagement improved: 
“It was just the connections, it was really good 
and the conversation that was starting where 
you used to get kids really hating maths and 
not doing anything, and you now have a core of 
them who are actually excited about it.”  
(Middle Leader, Seashore). 
Effects
The understanding of pedagogy as being more 
than teaching and learning in most of the 
participating schools (N=5/7) was deepened 
as a result of the program. 
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11.3  Developing a shared  
language
One key aspect was through the development of 
a shared language:
“It developed a shared language and shared 
understanding” (Principal, Sandstone). “It’s still 
part of the language we use with each other” 
(Deputy, Sandstone). 
The readings contributed to their shared 
understanding:
“That was stuff [the readings] that I got the most 
out of, in terms of the actual change process” 
(Middle Leader, Harbourside).
However, achieving a community of shared language 
was dependent in part upon executive involvement. 
“To be developing a new language along with 
those leaders, but the rest of the leadership 
team not having that language and not being part 
of that change culture that we were pursuing 
I personally found very challenging” (Middle 
Leader, Harbourside).
Effects
When the development of a shared language 
was understood and supported throughout the 
school, levels of collegial understanding were 
increased and middle leaders were able to lead 
‘beyond’ the middle.
Within some (n=4) schools the lack of executive 
support for the program precluded the effectiveness 
of the development of shared language and the 
sustainability of the program:
“When principals and leaders are involved in the 
learning then it’s going to engage other people in 
the learning. Middle leaders have said, ‘our senior 
leaders need to do this’. So, if they’re not doing 
it, it sets up a ‘them and us’ if senior Executives 
aren’t doing learning then they’re doing this ‘to’ 
the middle leaders not ‘with’ them (AISLC 2).
“I feel like there was a real missing link not having 
someone from exec because you’re not middle 
leaders without the leadership that comes down 
from the executive. It was really interesting doing 
the program in isolation that had no connection to 
the above leadership” (Middle Leader, Seashore).
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11.4  The pace of change 
Creating and sustaining change was an issue for 
schools seeking pedagogical reform. One principal 
spoke of the reasons why she had joined the 
Leading from the Middle program: 
“I had a very different model of how I saw a school 
modelling. The model that it was under was 
perfectly fine, it had just outgrown that, and the 
model hadn't moved forward. So, we changed it 
from a very much an individual focused model 
with the child to actually a school model and a 
curriculum-based model, where we would then 
adjust programs for the children and add, and 
layer on, any strategies that they needed… So that 
was a bit of a shift of ground, and not many people 
liked me during that stage”  (Principal, Sandstone). 
The climate in schools had been experienced as 
one of rapid change, but the program had brought 
new inspiration:
“We went through a stage of real change fatigue, 
so I stopped talking about change and started 
talking about improvement. There’s nothing to 
argue about it. Our Director of Studies can be 
pretty critical of change… He just came away 
fired up and inspired… he ran the leadership 
team and suddenly he had a team of people 
who’d read all the same things, had the same 
conversations and who talked the same 
language” (Principal, Harbourside).
Some middle leaders did not appreciate the program 
material, and struggled to connect theory with 
practice:
“They [AIS Leadership Centre team] did stuff on 
change. Like, they did quite a bit research on – 
different models of change which I thought was 
a bit airy fairy; a bit theoretical”  
(Middle Leaders, Seashore). 
Part of the slowness of change was also brought on 
by change fatigue:
“We change constantly, and that’s the teaching 
staff. That’s the admin staff. That’s everyone, 
because that’s the nature of education”  
(Middle Leader, Sunrise).
The transition to change management for middle 
leaders was not seamless: 
“I think one of things was, and one of the issues 
probably all middle leaders found early on in the 
program was that the role of the middle leader 
as it was to change with this program into what 
it had traditionally been at [our school] was not 
communicated to staff as a whole. So as a group 
of middle leaders we are in a policy approach or 
a change management approach, we’re taking 
those big ideas and research-based practice, 
putting it back to the faculty but because this 
is not what the staff were used to. ‘Why are we 
doing this? Who are you to tell me to do it this 
way?’ Or, ‘Why have we got to change what we’ve 
always been doing?’ That was across the whole 
school I felt. I think the further we’ve gone into 
it there is that increased understanding that as a 
head of department you’re not just admin now” 
(Middle Leader, Heritage). 
Effects
Where change was slow it was a result of either 
of lack of individual or school readiness, or 
change fatigue.
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11.5  Hierarchies 
Although the majority of principals (n=6) devolved 
responsibility, issues of hierarchy also still pervaded 
the minds of middle leaders in some schools 
following the program: 
“I see the role of middle leader as the name 
implies, that I’m actually leading a team or a 
faculty area, a curriculum, and that sitting above 
me there are still probably the opportunities 
through heads of School to make decisions that 
I may not have been particularly involved in, that 
are directing the school. So, I see myself sitting 
under that, directing the curriculum and the 
faculty and not directing the school, the grander 
vision” (Middle Leader, Harbourside).
“What I think in general, not necessarily here, 
is that you are the meat in the sandwich. You 
are taking direction from up top. You are trying 
to innovate and be an advocate for your staff, 
but your autonomy – can be somewhat limited” 
(Middle Leader, Sunrise). 
Effects
The longer-term opportunities for middle 
leaders to lead in and beyond the middle 
were influenced positively or negatively by 
existing school structures, cultures and 
power relationships.
One principal explained how the way middle leaders 
themselves perceive hierarchy could hold them back 
from leading their team:
“We have grown middle leaders in the school 
here who have gone onto senior leadership 
positions in other schools. I see middle leaders 
who are quite happy to sit in a meeting with me 
and ask difficult questions in an appropriate 
professional collegial way and I love that. You 
have the others who have shied away, and their 
teams are … withering on the vine so to speak. 
They’re not having the same opportunities to be 
encouraged to grow. Rather than coming in with 
‘we’re colleagues, we’re peers in this meeting’, 
they come in [to see me] like they’re coming into 
pharaoh. And whilst I respect it personally, I 
despise it professionally. There’s no opportunity 
for growth” (Principal, Seashore).
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11.6  Sustaining Change
A middle leader spoke of the ways that change was 
managed following the program: 
“The way that I was approaching introducing new 
or slightly varied practices really changed, and 
I found that it wasn't a change that was forced 
on the staff. I could see the direction that it 
needed to go, but I needed them to invest in 
that change and see for themselves how it could 
work in practice and that has been so successful 
now that I'm seeing some of the [class]room 
leaders actually starting to introduce changes. 
And they'll come to me now and say, ‘We think 
that this would be a worthwhile change. We've 
already trialled this in our room, I think it would 
be worthwhile if this room changes it’. So, it's 
now spreading from those who are in the room 
on the floor, and now it's feeding back up instead 
of going from the top to the bottom”  
(Middle Leader, Harbourside).
Middle leaders influenced by the Leading from 
the Middle program, when supported by their 
schools, recognised that they no longer had only 
administration and management functions, but were 
now able to be change agents, able to lead both 
in and beyond the middle. The evidence showed 
that many had grown in confidence, influenced 
by the ‘inner’ journey aspects of the programme, 
demonstrating their ‘outer’ leadership capacity 
through school-based change projects: 
“It actually changed more the way that I work 
under people” (Middle leader, Bushfield). 
The program had given them direction and 
confidence: 
“And it was good, because not just empowering 
us, but gave us a vision, because, you step into 
a position and often you just fulfil it the way 
the person before you did it, and it was nice to 
be able to actually chart your own course and 
go, ‘Well actually, I think I’d like to do it like this’, 
and make you a bit more proactive about what 
leadership actually looks like from your point of 
view. Because I was just grabbing from everything 
that I’d seen at that point I didn’t really know 
what I was doing. And now I go, “Oh, actually, 
I can change that. That doesn’t have to be the 
case” (Middle Leader, Bushfield). 
For many, these positive middle leadership 
attributes were sustained beyond the program:
“I think from my perspective, it’s empowered 
members of my team to feel like they can be 
effective in change management. The process 
of engaging through that Middle Leaders 
Course, gave them some skills and knowledge 
and understanding about what that change 
management process might need to look like” 
(Middle leader, Sandstone). 
The realisation for middle leaders was that:
“[We’re] change agents, and that’s our role and 
perhaps one of the biggest in the school”  
(Middle Leader, Seashore).
Effects
Infusing the project into the life of the 
school was the result of a combination and 
accumulation of program and principal support.
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1. From Administration to Leadership
All middle leader participants who were interviewed 
(n=57) claimed that their thinking as a result of 
participating in the program had been changed 
about their middle leading practices from 
administration toward leadership in and beyond the 
middle (Research Report, Sections 10.4). 
2. Investing in Sustained Professional Development
Investing in sustained professional learning that 
is perceived as relevant to organisational and 
individual needs is likely to enhance improvements 
in middle leadership (Research Report, Section 7). 
3. Tailoring the Program
Professional learning and development programs 
are likely to be effective when they are tailored to 
the specific needs of the participants and their 
schools (Research Report, Sections 1.4, 3.2, 8.1).
4. Leadership Beyond the Middle
Enhancing middle leaders’ understanding of the bigger 
picture and their role in change projects is likely to 
build their capacity to contribute to the school’s vision 
(Research Report, Sections 8.3, 9.1, 9.3). 
5. Pedagogical Leadership
Pedagogical leadership is more likely to result 
in change through the sharing of pedagogical 
knowledge and experience and the building of social 
capital in communities of practice, such as those 
established by the Leading from the Middle program 
(Research Report, Sections 3.1, 6.1, 11.2).
6. Trust
The development of collaboration, trust and support 
in change processes are key elements in building 
and achieving successful development. Trust is likely 
to be successfully developed through open collegial 
relationships, informal feedback and mentoring 
which sustains the influence of middle leading. 
(Research Report, Sections 3.2, 9.1, 10.2).
7. Reflecting on the Inner Self
Re-visiting their different educational purposes and 
values is likely to assist participants in developing 
self-knowledge and enhance their ability to lead 
colleagues (Research Report, Section 8.2).
8. Leadership Influence
The relationships and actions of the principal and 
school’s executive team are likely to enable or 
constrain the development of middle leaders’ work, 
especially in extending their role from leading in 
the middle to leading beyond the middle (Research 
Report, Sections 7, 10.1, 10.2, 10.3, 11.5). 
9. School-Based Projects
Sustained school-based projects that are relevant 
to needs of the individuals and school are likely to 
have a direct impact upon middle leader change and 
an indirect impact upon student learning outcomes 
(Research Report, Section 9)
10. External Intervention
Successful professional development is likely to be 
enhanced when supported by program leadership 
teams from outside the school that espouse and 
enact sustained, values-led, critical friendship that 
enable existing school and individual beliefs and 
practices to be supported and challenged (Research 
Report, Sections 8).
11. School Support for Middle Leadership 
Development 
Diagnosing schools’ ‘readiness’ for change is an 
important pre-condition for successful participation 
(Research Report, Section 10.2). 
12. Organisational, Individual and Program (Figure 2 
overleaf) Influences on Middle Leaders’ Professional 
Development 
The capacity of an individual to lead successfully 
in and beyond the middle within an organisation 
is influenced by three key interacting variables: 
i) Organisational ii) Individual participants and 
iii) Program. The management of the dynamic 
interaction between these is likely to influence the 
extent of the immediate and longer-term impact 
of the program upon middle leadership practices. 
(Research Report, Section 11). 
12  Twelve Research-Informed Claims 
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AIS Middle Leader Program  
Impact Variables
 − Relevance to individuals and 
organisational needs (+/-)
 − Sustained individual support (+/-)
 − Intellectual input (+/-)
 − School-based change project (+/-)
 − Appropriateness of materials (+/-)
Direct Impact Variables
 − Direct impact on participants’ 
learning (+/-)
 − Direct impact on participants’ 
abilities to lead in the middle (+/-)
 − Direct impact on participants’ abilities 
to lead beyond the middle (+/-)
Indirect Impact Variables
 − Indirect impact on students’ 
motivation to learn (+/-)
 − Indirect impact on students’ 
academic outcomes (+/-)
Participant’s Individual Variables
 − Disposition to learn (+/-)
 − Ambition to influence colleagues 
in the middle (+/-)
 − Ambition to influence beyond 
the middle (+/-)
 − Technical and interpersonal abilities 
to promote and lead change  (+/-)
Organisational Variables
 − Clearly articulated and applied 
whole school values and vision (+/-)
 − Presence of whole school 
learning culture (+/-)
 − Principal and senior colleagues’ 
promotion, sustained support 
and participation (+/-)
Figure 2: The Influence and Impact of AIS Leading from the Middle on leading in and beyond the middle.
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School  
(Pseudonym)
Initial Visit 
and Principal 
Interviews
Principal 
Participants
Follow up visits  
for Middle Leader  
Focus Groups
Middle  
leader 
Participants
Survey of 
Teachers  
and School  
Executive
Total 
Participants
Sandstone 
A P-12 Centre for 
children with  
Autism in Sydney
Pilot  
December 2017
(3) 5 subsequent visits  
in February, May,  
June, August and 
September
6 focus groups
9 September 2018
0
11
February 2018 2
Heritage
A P-12 co-ed School 
in Rural NSW
January 2018 1 February 2018
5 focus groups 
11 September 2018
14
26
Bushfield
A K-12 co-ed School 
in Rural NSW
January 2018 1 February 2018
2 focus groups
6 September 2018
2
9
Seashore
A P-12 co-ed School 
in rural NSW in a  
low SES area
January 2018 1 February 2018
2 focus groups
5 September 2018
15
21
Harbourside
A P-12 co-ed School 
in rural NSW
January 2018 2 February 2018
3 focus groups
14 September 2018
0
16
Central
A 7-12 girl’s 
secondary school in 
Sydney
February 2018 2 June 2018
1 focus group
5 September 2018
4
11
Sunrise
A 7-12 girl’s secondary 
school in Sydney in 
greater Sydney
February 2018 1 August 2018
1 focus group
7 September 2018
0
8
Total = 10 Total Focus Groups 
= 20
Total = 57 Total = 35 Total = 102
Total (ML+ Principals) 
= 72
AIS Leadership 
Centre Team
Initial meeting 
November 2018
Interview 1
January 2018
1 Interview 2 and 3 
May 2018, June
Interview 4 and 5, 
June 2018, 
September 2018
4 Total (AIS) = 5
Total = 107
Appendix A: Research Schedule
Pa
ge
 5
0
sy
dn
ey
.e
du
.a
u
Th
e 
Un
iv
er
si
ty
 o
f 
Sy
dn
ey
In
ve
st
ig
at
in
g 
th
e 
In
flu
en
ce
 a
nd
 I
mp
ac
t 
of
 L
ea
di
ng
 f
ro
m 
th
e 
Mi
dd
le
Basset, M. (2016). The role of middle leaders in New Zealand 
secondary schools: expectations and challenges. Waikato Journal 
of Education, 21(1), 97-108
Cardno, C., & Basset, M. (2015). Multiple perspectives of leadership 
development for middle-level pedagogical leaders in New Zealand 
secondary schools. Journal of Educational Leadership, Policy and 
Practice, 30(2), 30-38
Cranston, N.C. (2009). Middle-level school leaders: understanding 
their roles and aspirations. In N.C. Cranston & L.C. Ehrich (Eds.), 
Australian School Leadership Today. (pp.217.241) Bowen Hills, QLD: 
Australian Academic Press, 
Charmaz, K. (2000) Grounded theory: objectivist and constructivist 
methods. In N. Denzin and Y. S.Lincoln (Eds.) The Sage Handbook 
of Qualitative Research, 3rd edn. (pp. 507-536) Thousand Oaks, 
California: Sage
Day, C; (2017). Teachers Worlds and Work: Understanding 
Complexity, Building Quality. Routledge: London
Day, C; Gu, Q; & Sammons, P. (2016) The impact of leadership 
on student outcomes: how successful school leaders use 
transformational and instructional strategies to make a difference. 
Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(2), 221–258.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X15616863
Day, C. (2016). Teachers and the quality of education: issues in 
capability, quality and teacher professional development. In  
M. Mulder (Ed.) Competence-based Vocational and Professional 
Education. Springer International: Switzerland, pp.165-182
Day, C. (2016), Teachers and the quality of education: why resilience 
counts most in testing times. In J. C. K. Li & C. Day (Eds.) Quality and 
Change in Teacher Education. (pp. 19-37) Dordrecht: Springer
Day, C., Sammons, P., Hopkins, D., Harris, A., Leithwood, K., Gu, Q., 
Brown, E., Ahtaridou, E., & Kington, A. (2009), The Impact of School 
Leadership on Pupil Outcomes: Final Report, UK Department for 
Children, Schools and Families Research
De Nobile, J. (2017). Towards a theoretical model of middle leadership 
in schools. School Leadership & Management, 38(4), 395-416
Edwards-Groves, C. E., Grootenboer, P., Hardy, I., & Rönnerman, 
K. (2018). Driving change from ‘the middle’: middle leading 
for site based educational development, School Leadership & 
Management, DOI: 10.1080/13632434.2018.1525700
Edwards-Groves, C., Grootenboer, P., & Rönnerman, K. (2016). 
Facilitating a culture of relational trust in school-based action 
research: Recognising the role of middle leaders. Educational Action 
Research, 24(3), DOI: 10.1080/09650792.2015.1131175
Fluckiger, B., Lovett, S., Dempster, S., and Brown, S. (2015). Middle 
leaders: career pathways and professional learning needs. Leading 
and Managing, 21(2), 60-74
Fullan, M, (2015). Leadership from the Middle: A System Strategy. 
Downloaded from:  https://michaelfullan.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/LeadershipfromtheMiddle_EdCan_v55no4.pdf
Fullan, M. (1993). Change Forces: Probing the Depths of Educational 
Reform. London, England: Falmer Press
Gregory Marshall, S. (2012). Educational middle change leadership 
in New Zealand: the meat in the sandwich. International Journal of 
Educational Management, 26(6), 502-528
Grice, C. (2018). Leading pedagogical reform, International 
Journal of Leadership in Education, 21(4), 1-16. 
DOI: 10.1080/13603124.2018.1463462
Grootenboer, P. (2018). The Practices of School Middle Leadership: 
Leading professional learning. Singapore: Springer
Gurr, D. & Drysdale L. (2012). Tensions and dilemmas in leading 
Australian schools. School Leadership and Management, 32(5), 403-420
Hallinger, (2007). Research on the Practice of Instructional and 
Transformational Leadership: Retrospect and prospect. ACEL 
Monograph Series, 40(7), 2-6
Hargreaves, A., Shirley, D., Wangia, S, Bacon, C., & D’Angelo, M. 
(2018). Executive Summary: Leading from the Middle: Spreading 
Learning, Well-being, and Identity Across Ontario. Council of Ontario 
Directors of Education Report. Code Consortium, Leadership and 
Innovation. Downloaded from: http://ccsli.ca/downloads/2018-
Leading_From_the_Middle_Summary_Final-EN.pdf
Hord, S (1997). Professional Learning Communities: Communities 
of Continuous Inquiry and Improvement. Austin, TX: Southwest 
Educational Development Lab, US Department of Education
Irvine, P., & Bundrett, M. (2016). Middle leadership and its 
challenges: a case study in the secondary independent sector. 
Management in Education, 30(2), 86-92
Leithwood, K. (2016). Department-head leadership for school 
improvement. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 15 (2), 117-140
Leithwood, K., Mascall, B., Strauss, T., Sacks, R., Memon, N. & 
Yashkina, A. (2007). Distributing leadership to make schools smarter: 
taking the ego out of the system. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 
6(1), 37-67
Lingard, B., Hayes, D., Mills, M & Christie, P., (2003). Leading 
Learning: making hope practical in schools. Maidenhead, Berkshire: 
Open University Press
Miles, MB. & Huberman, AM. (1994) Qualitative Data Analysis 
(2nd edition). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications
Spillane, J.P. (2006). Distributed Leadership. San Fransisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass
Wenger, E; and Wenger, B., (2015). Introduction to communities 
of practice: a brief overview of the concept and its uses. 
Downloaded from: http://wenger-trayner.com/wp-content/
uploads/2015/04/07-Brief-introduction-to-communities-of-
practice.pdf
Wilkinson, J. & Kemmis, S. (2015). Practice theory: viewing 
leadership as leading. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 47(4), 
342-358. DOI:/10.1080/00131857.2014.976928
Wilkinson, J., Bristol, L. & Ponte, P. (2016). Professional Development 
Education for ALL as Praxis. Wilkinson, J., Bristol, L. & Ponte, P. 
(Eds.) London: Routledge
Wilkinson, J. (2017). Reclaiming Education in Educational Leadership. 
In P. Grootenboer, C. Edwards-Groves, & S. Choy (Eds.) Practice 
theory perspectives on pedagogy and education. (pp231-241) 
Singapore: Springer
Youngs, H. (2014) Moving beyond distributed leadership to 
distributed forms: A contextual and sociological analysis of two 
New Zealand schools. Leading and Managing, 20 (2), 88-103
 Youngs, H. (2017). A critical exploration of collaborative and 
distributed leadership in higher education: developing an alternative 
ontology through leadership-as-practice. Journal of Higher 
Education Policy and Management, 39 (2), 140-154
References
Pa
ge
 5
1
Re
fe
re
nc
es
Infusing the 
project into the 
life of the school 
was the result of 
a combination 
and accumulation 
of program 
and principal 
support.
Pa
ge
 5
2
sy
dn
ey
.e
du
.a
u
Th
e 
Un
iv
er
si
ty
 o
f 
Sy
dn
ey
In
ve
st
ig
at
in
g 
th
e 
In
flu
en
ce
 a
nd
 I
mp
ac
t 
of
 L
ea
di
ng
 f
ro
m 
th
e 
Mi
dd
le

For more information 
Sydney School of Education and Social Work
Christopher Day, Professor of Educational Leadership 
T  +61 2 9351 6159  E christopher.day@sydney.edu.au
Christine Grice, Lecturer Educational Leadership 
T +61 2 9351 6371  E christine.grice@sydney.edu.au
CRICOS 0026A
